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Who we are

The National Traveller Women’s Forum was established in 1988.  The National Traveller Women’s Forum is the network of Traveller women and Traveller organisations from throughout Ireland which 
“strives to empower Traveller Women, in working towards full (Gender) equality, supporting them to take leadership roles within their own and the wider community.”

The NTWF recognises the particular oppression of Traveller women in Irish society and are working to address this issue through the provision of opportunities to Traveller women to meet, share experiences, ideas and develop collective strategies and skills to work towards the enhancement of their position in society.
Introduction

The National Traveller Women’s Forum welcomes the opportunity to contribute our comments to the CERD Committee on Ireland’s joint third and fourth periodic report on the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.  We support the issues raised and recommendations put forward by other Irish NGOs and agencies including the Irish Traveller Movement, and Pavee Point and the NGO Alliance against Racism.
As a Traveller woman’s organisation we have identified a number of broad priority areas, which we feel should be afforded attention by the Committee.  There are of course many other issues which impact on Travellers but we know that these will be covered in detail in other organisations reports
We would be happy to furnish any additional information/clarification as required.

The Report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) stated that

“Many Travellers fare poorly on every indicator used to measure disadvantage, including educational attainment, health status, unemployment, poverty, social exclusion, life expectancy, infant mortality, gender equality, political representation, accommodation, and living conditions”

The All Ireland Traveller Health Study paints a stark picture of Traveller mortality and what has happened over the past 20 years. The main findings are given below:

· For Traveller women there has been a 35% reduction in mortality since 1987 (SMR of 309 compared to 472).

· This improvement is very slightly larger than the 33% reduction seen in the general female population (SMR of 150 compared to 100), though of course Traveller female mortality remains much higher than in the general population

· The mortality gap between Travellers and the general population has essentially not changed in females. Female mortality was and is about 3 times higher than in the general population.

· Taking Travellers as a whole, combining males and females, Traveller mortality has fallen over the past 20 years but at a slower rate than in the general population. The mortality gap between Travellers and the general population has widened.

The recently undertaken All Ireland Traveller Health Study showed a significant increase on the earlier Central Statistics Office population figures with 36,224 self identifying Travellers in Southern Ireland and 3,905 in Northern Ireland, a total of 40,129 Travellers living in Ireland.

Multiple forms of Discrimination:  Race & Gender
Traveller women’s experience of inequality and discrimination differs to that of the majority population or other minority groups, as is their experience of racism and discrimination different to Traveller men. The needs of Traveller women may not be met by responses and strategies designed to confront and tackle gender inequality or ethnic discrimination alone, i.e. without an examination of the interaction of ethnic disadvantage/discrimination.  Acknowledging and addressing this experience is central to outcomes for Traveller women.
An important mechanism for assessing and monitoring the situation for Traveller women is and will be through effective data collection and proofing mechanisms

Certain progress has being made in data collection particularly by the Central Statistics Office.  The All Ireland Traveller Health Study will also be an important baseline document in relation to monitoring progress in the area of health for Travellers. However there have been little of no positive developments in data collection in any other policy area.  This almost complete lack of data makes monitoring of the situation of Travellers virtually impossible and significantly impacts on the ability of the state to equality proof any policies or programmes, which affect these communities. Where data is available, it is not gender disaggregated, making a clear analysis of the position of Traveller women in Ireland, the development of specific provisions for them and monitoring progress extremely difficult.  In addition gender proofing alone will not identify the suitability/impact of policies, services or strategies.  Complex proofing, assessing multi-disadvantage is required for policies, services and strategies.

Question:

What progress has the Government made in relation of data collection on Travellers in particular gender disaggregated data.
National Women’s Strategy

The Committee, recalling its General Recommendation XXV, encourages the State party to take measures with regard to the special needs of women belonging to minority and other vulnerable groups, in particular female Travellers, migrants, refugees and asylum seekers.

The Governments combined third and forth report to CERD is genderless in regard to Traveller women there are only two references to Traveller women in the entire document and one of those references are the concerns raised by NTWF and others in relation to the measures needed in order to address the multiple discrimination of Traveller women.  This is very much a reflection of the National Women’s Strategy 2007 - 2016, where Traveller women and the gender inequality experienced by them is invisible in the strategy.  In the 20 objectives which will drive the implementation of the women’s strategy not one makes reference to particular experiences of Traveller women. 

The co-ordinator in his follow up report on Ireland expressed “regret that multiple discrimination is not acknowledged in the strategy as a barrier to the integration of female Travellers and ethnic minorities”.
  The NTWF would very much mirror this regret and express major concern that the National Women’s Strategy 2007 – 2016  contains no measures to address the three fold oppression and racism experienced  by Traveller women as women, as Travellers and as Traveller women, at institutional, societal and individual levels.  

Recommendation:

A mid-term review should be carried out on the National Women’s Strategy with a priority of including real aspirations and recommendations towards progress for Traveller women.
Violence against Women

Article 5 - The right to security of person and protection by the State against violence or bodily harm, whether inflicted by government officials or by any individual, group or institution

“In light of General Recommendation XXV of the Committee on the gender-related dimension of racial discrimination, please provide information on any measures taken to protect women belonging to minority ethnic groups against domestic violence.”
 

A significant weakness of the governments third and forth report to CERD, is the complete absence of analysis or reference to Violence against Traveller Women.  Violence of one form or another is part of the real life experience of many Traveller Women. The state and individual violence that Traveller Women experience are directly linked to the racism and sexism that Traveller Women experience. 

For Traveller Women who are living with domestic violence either from a partner or other family member, the situation is amplified. The fear of the external settled community is having a large impact on the type and nature of the support Traveller Women will access. The National Study on Domestic Abuse documented that Traveller Women are often reluctant to seek help from outside of the Travelling Community due to a fear of experiencing prejudice and a general mistrust of the authorities.
  In addition to this fear, the report on the National Study of Domestic Abuse identifies that there are a disproportionate number of Traveller Women using refuge accommodation and that even whilst this fact remained; there was also a need for greater awareness amongst Traveller Women of the various support services that are available outside of the refuge model. The 2008 Safe Ireland Report “Safety & Change
” showed that Traveller women represent 37.7% of all women accessing refuge services. According to the 2006 Census, adult (over 15 years of age) Traveller women constitute 0.41% of the population in Ireland which indicate they are strongly over-represented amongst women accessing refuge. In the Women’s Health Council Report
 One of the most significant findings is that Traveller women and certain categories of non indigenous minority ethnic women in Ireland do face an increased risk of Gender Based Violence.

On the main it is agreed that Traveller Women primarily use emergency services related to accommodation rather than support services, and also that the issue of VAW is no more prevalent within Travellers than within the Settled Community but the other factors of educational attainment, employment, accommodation and health make it more difficult for Traveller Women to move out of violent relationships and seek help through mainstream services.  Also the attitudes of some service providers and the prejudices experienced by some Traveller women from services can and does create a barrier for Traveller women seeking further support or for some Traveller women seeking out the support in the first place.
Recommendation:

The issue of violence against Traveller women needs to be addressed by the Irish government through the strategic policy commitments and the allocation of resources.
Traveller Ethnicity

Article 1 - In this Convention, the term ‘racial discrimination’ shall mean any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life.

As in Irelands combined first and second report to UNCERD, the Irish government have deliberately excluded the particular form of racism experienced by Travellers in their current report.  The Government have also ensured that Travellers are again sidelined to the margins of the report in its appendix, which is very much in keeping with the historical nature of exclusion experienced by Travellers in Irish society.  “The Irish Government’s view is that Travellers do not constitute a distinct group from the population as a whole in terms of race, colour, descent or ethnic origin.” 

This government continues to take this draconian stance despite all advice from expert bodies.  In CERDs own concluding remarks to the Irish Governments combined first and second report at its sixty six session in 2005 it recalled its General Recommendation VIII on the principle of self-identification, the Committee expresses concern at the State party’s position with regard to the recognition of Travellers as an ethnic group.  “The Committee is of the view that the recognition of Travellers as an ethnic group has important implications under the Convention”.
 These concerns were also included by CERD to be answered by the Irish government in its update for the follow up co-ordinators report in 2006

There has been a failure by the state since its last report to CERD to engage in serious dialogue with Travellers in a focused and meaningful way towards the recognition of ethnic status of Travellers in Irish law which would afford real protection of their culture, traditions and identity.  “The Co-ordinator on Follow-up encourages the State party to engage in close dialogue with the Traveller community regarding the identification of Travellers as an ethnic group, and to reach a common understanding. Travellers have a distinct culture, language and traditions and the Co-ordinator encourages the Government to take into account the principle of self-identification”.
   In these intervening years even with the this encouragement from CERD, the active campaigning and efforts of Traveller organisations and on advice and recommendations from other expert bodies such as the Irish Human Rights Commission and Equality Authority the Irish government have shown no leadership  or political will in recognising Travellers as an ethnic group.    Also this stance which continues to be taken by the state is a contradiction to the recognition of the ethnic status of Travellers in Britain.  In the Irish Human Rights Commission discussion paper on Traveller ethnicity it refers to the ruling by Judge Goldstein in Mandla v. Dowel Lee which held that “Travellers met the two essential conditions laid down from other groups (1) possessing a long shared history which distinguished them from other groups and having a distinct cultural tradition of there own”.

This lack of acknowledgement and recognition by the state of the ethnic status of Travellers does have serious implications for Travellers in the formulation and implementation of government policy and for the participation by Travellers in the development of that policy.  It also means Travellers do not have full access to protections afforded under European or international human rights legislation and their experience of racism and discrimination across all aspects of their lives means they cannot enjoy on an equal footing key fundamentals such as accommodation, education, health, economic and political live.  Finally this entrenched position does have a detrimental effect on the sense of self worth and sense of identity for many young Travellers in a state that does not appreciate, reflect or acknowledge their ethnicity.  Towards the end of the life of this currant government Mary White Minister of State with responsibility for equality, did give a commitment to look at the ethnic status of Travellers and had started this process.  With the Dail being dissolved nothing further regarding this matter will happen at this time and its progress in a new Dail, will again depend on goodwill and political leadership of a new government, which has been sadly lacking in the live of all previous governments.
Question:

Why does the Irish government continue to deny recognition of the ethnic status of Travellers despite the overwhelming pressure, advice and evidence supplied by a variety of organisations and institutions?
Funding and Support for Traveller groups

Article 2 (e) Each State Party undertakes to encourage, where appropriate, integrationist multiracial organisations and movements and other means of eliminating barriers between races and to discourage anything which tends to strengthen racial division

Ireland has tended to compare favourably to other countries in our track record of supporting a robust human rights and equality infrastructure and also supporting and resourcing community organisation with a focus on these issues.  Over the past few years there have been some dramatic changes in this area and the state’s track record in this area is much changed.

In 2008 funding to the National Consultative Committee on Racism and Interculturalism was discontinued.  The NCCRI carried out a number of important functions not least of which was to monitor and record racist incidents.  Some of the work of the NCCRI was to transfer to the office of Integration but it is not clear that this has been done.  Also the office of Integration does not recognise issues relating to Travellers as being part of its remit whilst the NCCRI was also an important support for our organisation and for Traveller women’s issues generally.
In addition in the same year (2008) significant budget cuts were imposed on the Equality Authority (43%) and the Irish Human Rights Commission (24%).  Reduced levels of funding and staffing can not but impact on the important work of these organisations.

Nineteen local Traveller organisations (NGO’s) have been funded under the Local and Community Development Programme.  Since December 2009, the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs (now the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs) have been seeking the full integration of the Community Development Programme into the Local Development Programme (Partnership).  The CDP programme has been a very important support for grass roots community development work with Travellers and as a direct result of this work, local infrastructure has been developed as a result of active Traveller participation and input.  Strong local Traveller organisations have been recognised as the key driver behind local infrastructure such as LTACCs, Traveller Health Units and Interagency Groups.  Traveller participation in local policy committees and mainstream groups and networks is crucial for progress on Traveller issues at a local level and we would seriously question the local development companies “partnerships” ability to drive Traveller work at a local level from an equality perspective.  The very make up of the partnership boards would be a huge barrier to this as they comprise elected representatives, statutory agencies, farming organisations, trade unions along with community and voluntary organisations.  Conflicts of interest would arise along with the loss of the experience and the strong independent voice of the local Traveller organisation.  Traveller women have played a huge role in the development of Traveller organisations and much voluntary effort of Traveller women has been put into project work and boards of management.  Over the last ten years more and more Traveller women are moving from making a significant voluntary contribution into paid employment in these local organisations which has been a hugely positive development for Traveller women and the organisations and one which we would not like to see eroded by the proposed integration into Partnerships.
After some discussions the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs (DCEGA) acknowledged that a separate integration model could be developed for Traveller organisations in light of our concerns which they acknowledged had validity and invited submission on alternatives.  With the support of National Traveller organisations
 the local Traveller organisations effected by this programme change have been attempting to negotiate a different integration model for Traveller organisations.

A year later and we are no further, after many discussions and proposals with the DCEGA.  There is now a deadline of the 31st March 2011 for local Traveller organisations to come up with an alternative model that DCEGA agrees to or they will have to integrate with their local Partnership.
DCEGA have requested that four criteria be applied to any proposals for an alternative model of integration.  We believe that proposals submitted have met these criteria.

Four criteria

1. Result in fewer structures
2. Ensure integrated delivery

3. Ensure greater efficiencies

4. Reduce the burden on company directors in CDPs)
However in the most recent correspondence from the Department are now looking for “reduced bodies on the ground”.  We had understood that DCEGA were looking for the integration of the CDP elements of the Traveller organisations and they acknowledged themselves on several occasions that they had no legal right to look for anything more yet now it would seem that they are looking for more.  Naturally this poor communication is causing much stress and frustration.

Recommendation:

Given the position of Travellers in Irish society and the serious issues still facing them the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs in recognition of this support the local Traveller organisations which it funs to remain as independent autonomous organisations.
Consultation with Traveller Women:

While the Irish government did give notice of its reporting cycle with regard to its combined third and forth report to CERD, there was only one opportunity for consultation presented to Traveller organisations and other NGOs by the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform in late 2008 in relation to the governments third and forth report to CERD.   This proofed very unsatisfactory as Traveller organisations and other NGOs received extremely short notice, with some members around the table that day in Dublin Castle only having received the governments draft of the report one or two days before the meeting.  There was not  sufficient time allotted at the meeting to cover the report compressively.  Traveller organisations and other NGOs  engaged with the process and raised there concerns, and while some of the issues were outlined in the governments combined third and forth report to CERD, the report goes no further then just referencing them.  Finally there was a commitment given on the day by the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform that there would be a follow up consultation session when changes were made to the draft report, this never happened.

Political Participation - While the above process has been extremely disappointing it does mirror a much bigger issue of the participation of minority ethnic groups including Travellers in the decision making and formulation of all government policy which affects them and the need to progress beyond just consultation.   Another key issue in this regard is also the political participation of Travellers with a need for strong emphases on the political participation of Traveller women.  Under question 22 by CERD re political representation of Travellers, the government in its follow up report to CERD 2006 went on at length about the measures mentioned in Irelands National Action Plan Against Racism 2005 - 2008 regarding political representation and gave examples such as a seat in the Seanad (the senate) and the enhanced role of Oireachtas committees.  None of these measures as limited as they are has been delivered on and Ireland does not now also have an action plan against racism as no measures were taken to deliver on the actions outlined in its first plan.
With regard to Traveller women’s participation in decision making and formulation of government policy and gender proofing of national policy as far back as 1995 in the Taskforce Report on Travellers it was stated In implementing each of the recommendations addressed in this report the gender dimension should be examined in order to ascertain how policies and practices in each area contribute to or block progress for Traveller women. Proposals for future initiatives in each area must be monitored in terms of their impact on Traveller women. Each must outline its objectives, targets and likely outcomes for Traveller women
  This has not happened.
Question:

What are the Irish government doing to ensure commitments given to Travellers under the National Action Plan Against Racism 2005 to 2008 in relation to political representation are delivered on.

Will the Irish government consider quotas for Minority Ethnic groups including Travellers representation in the Houses of the Oireachtas (the Dail and the Seanad) explicit in this is gender quotas.
Recommendation:

In odder to fulfil it’s consultation commitments in relation to CERD the Irish Government needs to engage in:

Awareness raising on government commitments

Disseminate timely information on upcoming reporting cycles and progress in relation to the Irish report to same

Engagement and on-going dialogue with all relevant NGOs
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